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This article addresses how institutional logics are translated, maintained, or dis-
rupted by actors and their (inter)actions within schools. The changing policy
environment for mentoring beginning teachers in Flanders (Belgium) provides
a fertile context for answering this question. Combining neoinstitutional and
sensemaking lenses and analyzing the mentoring practices in one school, we in-
vestigated the role of mentors’ sensemaking in shaping responses to changes in the
broader institutional environment. Based on semistructured interviews, obser-
vations, and document analyses, the study identiﬁes how the introduction, and
later withdrawal, of direct ﬁnancial support for mentoring installed a new logic
of mentoring as a professionalized job and how mentors creatively employed
elements of this new logic in their daily interactions. The study contributes to the
recent research on inhabited institutionalism by demonstrating that organizations
are not only the instantiation of institutional logics, but are sites where people and
groups make sense of and creatively use institutional logics.
Problem Statement and Research Context
In educational research on organizational change, a duality can be determined
between theorists who emphasize the role of broad cultural norms, structural
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aspects, and institutional rules in schooling and those who focus on the ability
of local actors to “make a difference in the ﬂow of events” (Scott 2013, 92; see
also Weber and Glynn 2006). From a macrolevel perspective, for instance, the
environment’s rules, norms, routines, and logics structure teachers and their
classroom practices (Bridwell-Mitchell 2013; Russell 2011; Spillane and Burch
2006; Woulﬁn 2015). At the microlevel, local actors’ actions, interactions, and
sensemaking ﬁlter or impact change (Coburn 2001, 2006; Spillane et al. 2002).
This duality between the macrolevel of broader institutional logics and the
microlevel of human action has in particular been a hot topic within the neo-
institutional research tradition. Although institutional scholars have contrib-
uted much to the study of organizational and institutional change, more re-
cently they have increasingly been criticized for being somewhat one-sided:
they emphasize structure while downplaying the role of human agency and
focus on macrolines of analysis while ignoring the microfoundations of insti-
tutionalization (Lawrence et al. 2009; Powell and Colyvas 2008). This article
intends to open this “black box of institutionalization” (Hallett 2010; Zucker
1991) by empirically analyzing how local actors engage with policy change and
shifting institutional logics in their day-to-day organizational practices. It asks,
How are institutional logics translated, maintained, or disrupted by actors and
their (inter)actions at the organizational level? In other words, we aim at ac-
quiring an in-depth understanding of how individual actors make sense of and
position themselves in their institutionally shaped context.
In particular, we do so by looking into the recent Flemish (Belgian) policy
on mentoring support for beginning teachers (induction). The transition from
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teacher education (student of teaching) to theactual professionalpractice (teacher
of students) has been widely portrayed in the literature as a challenging career
phase (e.g., Huberman 1989; Ingersoll and Strong 2011; Kelchtermans and
Ballet 2002). Once beginning teachers enter the classroom, they ﬁnd themselves
confronted with the full complexity and full responsibility of the teaching pro-
fession. Since the late 1980s, the need to provide speciﬁc support for beginning
teachers has become widely acknowledged in educational research, policy, and
practice. In many countries, mentoring practices—as one form of teacher in-
duction—were established as a way to help beginning teachers overcome the
difﬁculties during the ﬁrst years of their careers and to keep them in the pro-
fession (Feiman-Nemser 2001; Hobson et al. 2009; Ingersoll and Strong 2011;
Little 1990). Following Aspfors and Fransson (2015), we deﬁne mentoring as
“an activity, a process and a long-term relationship between an experienced
teacher (mentor) and a less experienced NQT [newly qualiﬁed teacher] that is
primarily designed to support the NQT’s learning, professional development
and well-being and to facilitate their induction into the culture of teaching and
the local school context” (76).
The Flemish (Belgian) educational policy echoes the international awareness
of the need for support during teacher induction and the choice for mentor-
ing practices. In the 1980s and ’90s a variety of mentoring practices emerged
in Flemish schools in which more experienced teachers voluntarily provided
support to their beginning colleagues. With the 1996 Decree on Teacher Ed-
ucation and in-Service Training, the importance of induction support, against
a perspective of career-long professionalization for teachers, was for the ﬁrst
time recognized and supported by a legal initiative (see Devos and Vander-
heyden 2002).1 This decree stressed the importance of appropriate monitor-
ing of and professional development for beginning teachers and encouraged
schools to take responsibility for the organization of the support for beginning
teachers. Furthermore, the government provided extra ﬁnancial resources for
schools to require their mentors participate in speciﬁc in-service training pro-
grams to deepen or develop their mentoring skills. Furthermore, the decree
launched “lump-sum” funding, providing schools with extra funding to develop
a local policy on professionalization tailored to their particular needs.
In September 2006, teacher induction was even further institutionalized by a
new decree on teacher education. This decree deﬁned the professional proﬁle,
funding procedure, and job description for mentors. Since that year, schools not
only received additional funding for their local policies on professionalization
but also received earmarked funding for organizing mentoring depending on
the number of preservice, in-service, and new beginning teachers starting in the
school. So-called mentoring hours were introduced to partly release experienced
teachers from teaching duties and make them available to support new teach-
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ers. However, as part of budget cuts, in September 2010, the mentoring hours
were withdrawn by the (new) minister of education. Despite these cuts, several
school clusters and individual schools continued to provide mentor support by
shifting part of their general funding to mentoring (at the expense of other
aspects of the local school policy; see also Snoeck and Struyf 2012). In its dis-
course, the ministry continued to stress the value and importance of mentor-
ing (and in-service training in general), but that was in a way contradicted by
the actual policy actions (budget cuts). We take this capricious policy envi-
ronment and its impact on local school practices (particularly the support for
beginning teachers) as a point of departure to analyze and disentangle the
complex relationship between macrolevel institutional logics and microlevel hu-
man sensemaking in understanding processes of change and stability in school
organizations.
More speciﬁcally, this article wants to contribute both to the emerging lit-
erature and to the growing qualitative scholarship on inhabited institutions
(Dumay et al. 2013; Everitt 2013; Lounsbury and Boxenbaum 2013; Powell
and Colyvas 2008). To address the recent call for more empirical microlevel
research into the way actors talk back to institutional pressures, this article
reports on an in-depth longitudinal case study of one secondary school. In using
a case-study approach, we seek to understand how shifting institutional logics
of mentoring and its materialization through incentives (the introduction and
later withdrawal of direct ﬁnancial support for mentoring) play a role in the
school’s actual setup of mentoring practices through the organizational actors’
enactment of institutional logics in their day-to-day sensemaking and (inter)
actions. The article unravels how mentor teachers actively construct meaning
within a shifting policy context and how such constructions affect the coupling
of institutional demands and local mentoring practices. By highlighting how
local actors, speciﬁcally mentor teachers, engage with shifting policies, drawing
on their own sensemaking, engaging in negotiations with other teachers, and
using policy resources, this study demonstrates how individuals are not only
exposed to particular logics that enable and constrain their beliefs and actions.
This study exempliﬁes how individual agents (i.e., mentor teachers) still have
“considerable degrees of agency” within the broader context of institutional
structures and processes (Bévort and Suddaby 2016, 18). From a theoretical
perspective, this article also advances emerging theory on inhabited institutions
by combining neoinstitutional theory with sensemaking theory. Following
Weber and Glynn (2006), we state that both theoretical approaches allow for
meaningful integration when studying organizational behavior. Interestingly
enough, both developed alongside each other on very different trajectories. It is
precisely this gap between neoinstitutional theory and sensemaking theory that
provides an opportunity for theoretical development and empirical insight on
processes of local institutionalization.
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Conceptual Framework: Recoupling Institutional Logics and
Sensemaking in Understanding Organizational Change
Shifts or changes in the policy environment of schools have been a central fo-
cus for scholars working in the institutional theory tradition (see, e.g., Burch
2007; Coburn 2004; Huerta and Zuckerman 2009; Rigby 2014; Russell 2011;
Spillane and Burch 2006; Woulﬁn 2015). In their empirical research on a
changing policy context, researchers working from neoinstitutional theory have
developedaparticularconceptualizationof the interdependencybetweenschools
and their environments. School policy, organizational processes within schools,
and instructional practices are seen as inextricably related to external institu-
tional forces, or to powerful patterns of social action that inﬂuence or control
how actors ought to think and act (Scott 2013). The concept of institutional logics
provides a relevant analytical tool to capture how institutions inﬂuence orga-
nizational behavior (Thornton and Ocasio 2008; Thornton et al. 2012).
Institutional logics are “the socially constructed patterns of symbols and ma-
terial practices, assumptions, values, beliefs, and rules by which individuals and
organizations produce and reproduce their material subsistence, organize time
and space, and provide meaning to their social reality” (Thornton and Ocasio
1999, 804). As broader belief systems that dominate in a given organizational
ﬁeld, logics deﬁne legitimate goals and values, present appropriate structures
and organizational behavior, constitute identities, provide meaning, and call
for particular actions.2 According to Scott (2013), institutional logics not only
inﬂuence societal processes or interorganizational interactions at the macro-
level but also have an impact on what is happening inside school organizations.
As such, the notion of institutional logics helps to bridge different levels of so-
cial analysis that often remain unconnected (macro-, meso-, and microlevels)
by explaining how broader institutions also become meaningful for individual
and organizational behavior (see also Bridwell-Mitchell 2013; Thornton et al.
2012). Nevertheless, to date most research using an institutional perspective is
still mainly associated with macrolevel analyses and studies of the organizational
ﬁeld focusing on what institutional logics do to organizations and its actors. For
instance, institutional scholars have consistently demonstrated how organizations
often comply with regulative, normative, and mimetic institutional pressures in
an attempt to secure organizational legitimacy (DiMaggio and Powell 1983;
Meyer and Rowan 1977). Complying with these institutional expectations en-
hances the legitimacy of the school organization but may also create a conﬂict
between the goals and requirements of teaching and learning processes (the
technical core of the school) and the broader institutional requirements (Meyer
and Rowan 1977; Scott 2013). Because of this conﬂict, organizational change
sometimes remains merely ceremonial, thus hiding that existing practices actu-
März, Kelchtermans, and Dumay
MAY 2016 307
ally continue. This “ceremonial conformity” decouples innovations from actual
practices and enacted norms, resulting in different forms of implementation (see,
e.g., Coburn 2004). This “macro-evolutionary drift” (Hallett 2010, 55), however,
eventually kept portraying organizations and their actors as merely passively
adapting to the rules imposed by the institutional environment (Delbridge and
Edwards 2013; Suddaby 2010).
Over the past decade, institutional scholars have started to challenge this
dominant idea of institutional conformity, bringing back in the role of agency by
exploring issues of power and conﬂict, interactions between local practices and
the wider institutional environment, and institutional processes rather than
merely institutional effects. The developing scholarship on inhabited institu-
tions is situated within these developments (Bechky 2011; Binder 2007; Dumay
et al. 2013; Everitt 2013; Hallett and Ventresca 2006; Lounsbury and Boxen-
baum 2013; Powell and Colyvas 2008). These authors do not conceive of school
organizations as only the instantiation of institutional logics but acknowledge
that they are also ﬁlled with (groups of ) people who inhabit, occupy, or produce
institutions through processes of negotiation and sensemaking. Although a lot of
this work was “heavily theoretical, providing critiques, typologies, and con-
cepts” (Aurini 2012, 376), there is a growing number of empirical microlevel
research into the way actors talk back to institutional pressures. In other words,
these authors attempt to recouple institutional logics with social interactions
and sensemaking that both construct and carry institutions forward.
Hallett’s (2010) ethnographic study of accountability practices within an ur-
ban elementary school, for instance, showed how teachers made sense of (and
reconstructed) the accountability logic imposed on them through environmental
pressures. In particular, they interpreted and negotiated the meaning of the in-
stitutional logic through their daily practices. The arrival of a new principal re-
sulted in an authoritative recoupling (as contrary to the previously rather loose
coupling) of institutional mandates of accountability policies with teachers’ class-
roompractices. Hallett’s results illustrate that the enforcement of this recoupling
process created a situation in which accountability mandates became redeﬁned
in terms of creating “turmoil” and chaos instead of uniformity and clarity, as such
questioning its very legitimacy.
Studying the professional socialization of new teachers, Everitt’s (2013)
study, on the other hand, illustrated how inhabited institutionalism also offers
a conceptually powerful lens for understanding the persistence of institutions.
This study showed how teacher candidates’ sensemaking and interactions re-
produced the legitimacy of particular institutional logics as they were socialized
to perform in ways that were tightly coupled with institutional mandates of pub-
lic schools.
Similarly, and using a mixed-methods approach to examine public school
teachers’ decisions to adopt instructional practices that were prescribed by re-
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form, Bridwell-Mitchell (2013) demonstrated how teachers rationalized their
instructional practices by drawing on certain institutional logics while actually
enacting them in doing so. In particular, the study showed how institutional
pressureswere not only imposed from the outside but also emerged inside schools
as teachers relied on the logics to rationalize and to make decisions about the
practices they used in their classrooms.
Hence, the research perspective of inhabited institutionalism hasn’t dismissed
institutional logic as an analytical concept but has rather shifted the focus to
examining how institutional logics are mediated, enacted, interpreted, and
negotiated by actors going about their work (McPherson and Sauder 2013).
The challenge, then, is to develop an understanding of “what people do, how
they do it, and why they do it, while simultaneously attending to the institutional
structures at various levels of the system that enable and constrain that activity”
(Spillane and Burch 2006, 97). For this purpose—and in line with other insti-
tutional scholars—our conceptual lens integrates notions from adjacent theo-
retical perspectives to study how the meanings of institutional logics are con-
structed through interpretation, negotiation, and social interaction (see Bechky
2011; Bévort and Suddaby 2016; Everitt 2013; Weber and Glynn 2006). In
particular, sensemaking theory as a microcognitive approach (Coburn 2001)
enables us to study the manifestation of institutional logics within organizations
by illuminating the multiple ways actors come to interpret and respond to pres-
sures emanating from the environment.
Conceptualizing this sensemaking, we draw upon the notion of personal in-
terpretative framework, as it was developed by Kelchtermans (2009). Based on their
experiences in the profession, teachers, principals, and other school actors de-
velop a personal system of knowledge and beliefs that acts as a cognitive and
affective lens through which they look at their job situation, give meaning to it,
and act in it. Within this personal interpretative framework, Kelchtermans
(2009) distinguishes between two central interconnected domains: professional
self-understanding and subjective educational theory. The ﬁrst domain refers to school
actors’ representations of themselves as teachers, principals, mentors, and so on.
The professional self-understanding develops over time through social inter-
actions and comprises ﬁve components: self-image, self-esteem, task perception,
jobmotivation, and future perspective. The self-image is the descriptive compo-
nent: the way people typify themselves. This image is based on self-perception
but also on what others mirror back (e.g., comments from pupils, colleagues, the
school principal). Self-esteem refers to one’s personal evaluation and appreci-
ation of his or her actual job performance. Closely linked to self-esteem is task
perception. This reﬂects the personal understanding of what one has to do to
have a justiﬁed feeling of doing a good job. In task perception, it becomes clear
that teaching is never a neutral endeavor but encompasses deeply held beliefs
on the values and norms that make up good teaching. When these deeply held
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beliefs are questioned, teachers feel that they themselves as people are called
into question. Next, job motivation refers to the motives that make people
choose to do their jobs, to stay in their jobs, or to give them up for other careers.
Finally, future perspective reveals one’s expectations about one’s future in the
job. Actors’ subjective educational theories are the personal systems of knowl-
edge and beliefs about education that they use when performing their jobs.
They encompass professional know-how, as derived from preservice training
and in-service training, and the beliefs they have built throughout their careers.
At the individual level, this personal interpretative framework operates as the
sensemaking ﬁlter for actors through which they observe, interpret, and eval-
uate calls for change and innovation (Kelchtermans 2009).
Combining sensemaking theory and neoinstitutional theory enables us to
study how shifting institutional logics pervade the activities of actors and how
actors make sense of and use the organizing principles that are available to
them. Whereas neoinstitutional theory illuminates the embeddedness of school
organizations in a broader institutional environment and the role of extra-
subjective, macrolevel structures in shaping organizational structure and be-
havior, sensemaking theory helps us to study the role of local and (inter)sub-
jective microlevel processes by focusing on processes of interpretation and
meaning-making as a basis for actors’ behavior in schools (Weber and Glynn
2006). Through the lens of this conceptual framework, our study sought to
answer the following research questions:
RQ 1: Which institutional logics of mentoring can be distinguished as
enacted in mentoring practices in the school?
RQ 2: How do institutional logics pervade and become used in
actors’ sensemaking and social (inter)actions at the microlevel?
Method
This study was part of a larger research project on the evaluation of mentoring
practices in Flemish schools, including a quantitative and a qualitative part.
Based on data of a survey study in a sample of Flemish schools (Np 137; see
Ballet et al. 2010), we used theoretical sampling (Strauss and Corbin 1990) to
select six schools as sites for further in-depth longitudinal case-study research. In
particular, these schools had already established voluntary mentoring prac-
tices before the mentoring hours were implemented. The case-study approach
allowed for an in-depth account of the coupling between the changing policy
environment and local schools’ mentoring practices (Bryman 2008). In this
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article, we draw on the ﬁndings from one school, which we call St. John sec-
ondary school (the school’s and all participants’ names are pseudonyms). The
focus on one single case enabled us—within the word limit of an article—to
argue in enough detail using contextualized descriptions and understandings of
how mentor teachers meaningfully operated with and within the changing
organizing principles regarding mentoring. Furthermore, it allowed a sufﬁ-
ciently in-depth inquiry to capture the subtle processes through which institu-
tional logics (i.e., mentoring logics) were mediated, enacted, interpreted, and
negotiated by local actors (Binder 2007; Yin 1994).
Setting
St. John is a relatively small school in an urbanized region in Flanders, enrolling
677 students, of which only a small number came from ethnic or racial minority
backgrounds. The school provides the second and third stages of general sec-
ondary education and is part of a small school federation (including six sec-
ondary schools). Teacher interactions and their working relationships with the
school principal could be labeled as respectful, open, and appreciative. The
principal enacted a democratic leadership style, was open to feedback, actively
informed teachers about new initiatives, and purposefully involved teachers in
the preparation and implementation of upcoming educational changes. The
school culture was collaborative, characterized by mutual support and explicit
advocacy and establishment of a caring ethos toward students’ needs and—by
extension—toward beginning teachers. Providing appropriate support and
advice to beginning colleagues had been an important value in St. John—
reﬂected in several practices—long before the introduction of the mentoring
hours. However, although several other schools decreased, adapted, or even
abolished their mentoring activities after the budget cut, St. John did the op-
posite. It kept and developed its mentoring practices, more tightly coupling
them with the broader institutional expectations. In particular, the school even
expanded its mentoring and induction program after the mentoring hours were
cut. As such, this school demonstrated the dynamics of organizational stability
and change in relation to a capricious policy context, making it an interesting
case to illuminate the interplay between shifting institutional logics and local
actors’ sensemaking, actions, and interactions.
Data Collection
Data collection occurred in three periods over 4 years: (1) school year 2009–
10 (after granting the mentoring hours), (2) school year 2011–12 (after the
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budget cut), and (3) school year 2012–13. Data were collected during 20
whole-day school visits. During each visit, the ﬁrst author interviewed the
respondents and observed mentoring activities taking place that day. As the
primary data collection strategy, semistructured interviews were conducted
with participants involved in the induction process: the school principal,
mentor teachers, beginning teachers, and more experienced teachers (Kvale
1996; see table 1).
Interviews focused on the mentor teachers’ beliefs and practices of men-
toring and interactions with other colleagues regarding mentoring. In par-
ticular, the interview protocol covered a range of topics depending on the re-
spondent’s role in the school, exploring both former and current mentoring
practices in St. John to examine how the changing policy context had shaped
mentoring: (a) speciﬁc mentoring procedures in the school, (b) the respondent’s
and others’ involvement in the mentoring activities, (c ) local mentoring policy
in the school, (d ) structural and cultural working conditions (e.g., ﬁnancial re-
sources, external support from other organizations), and (e ) the respondent’s
beliefs regarding teaching, his or her induction, and mentoring more generally.
We conducted 25 interviews, lasting between 1.5 and 2 hours. All were audio-
taped and transcribed verbatim.
Additionally, we observed actual mentoring practices in the school: super-
vision and information sessions for beginning teachers, one-on-one meetings
between the mentor and beginning teachers, and between the school principal
and beginning teachers (a total of 20 observations). The observations were
guided by a semistructured protocol focusing on talk, actions, and interactions.
After each observation, the respondents were informally interviewed to clarify
questions and check preliminary interpretations that had emerged during the
observations.
Finally, we collected relevant school documents related to mentoring prac-
tices in the school and analyzed them through content analysis (focusing on the
way each deﬁned and conceptualized mentoring): the school website, school
plan, mentoring brochure, school vision of mentoring, function proﬁles, teacher
evaluation formats, and the classroom observation format. These different data
sources permitted data triangulation because each source of data comple-
mented the limitations of other sources and, as such, served as the methodo-
logical validation of our developing interpretations.
Data Analysis
Verbatim transcription protocols were divided in text fragments and coded
using descriptive and interpretative codes. First, we used coding to identify
the categories of broad ideas, principles, and ways of thinking and acting
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that shaped mentoring practices at St. John. Inspired by Coburn’s (2001)
and Thornton et al.’s (2012) speciﬁcation of institutional logics and based
on iterative reading and coding of the text fragments, we identiﬁed the elements
(or principles) of the institutional logics. The six constitutive elements we dis-
tinguished were the goals of mentoring, the relationship between the mentor(s)
and beginning teachers, the conception of the mentor role, the scripts that or-
ganize mentoring, the mentoring procedures, and the mentoring materials
that gained legitimacy in the school. Second, we searched the data for the
ways in which mentoring practices enacted or instantiated institutional logics.
We identiﬁed changes in mentors’ professional self-understanding and sub-
jective educational theory, which in turn revealed three sources of legitimacy
used in mentors’ interactions: internal, external, and internalized sources of
legitimacy.
The analysis involved two levels (Miles and Huberman 1994). First—in the
vertical, or within-case, analysis—the transcript or text (e.g., school docu-
ment) was taken as the unit of analysis. Rigorous transcription and interpre-
tative coding eventually resulted in a structured case report for each re-
spondent or document, containing the results of the analysis and illustrative
quotations. The ﬁxed structure in the reports was taken as the starting point for
the second step in the interpretative analysis—the horizontal, or cross-case,
analysis—in which we looked for systematic differences, similarities, and pat-
terns across the respondents and documents. We used the technique of con-
stant comparative analysis during both the vertical and the horizontal anal-
yses, as we constantly checked preliminary interpretations with the other data
sources in the case study (Strauss and Corbin 1990).
Results
Organizational Change and Stability in Mentoring Practices at St. John
The support for beginning teachers had always been an important issue at
St. John and continued to be so after the mentoring hours had gone. Never-
theless, although there seemed to be primarily simple continuity in the local
mentoring practices of the school, both receiving and losing the mentoring
hours did meaningfully and pervasively impact and change them. Based on
our analysis, we argue that the mentoring hours not only introduced extra ﬁ-
nancial support in the school but also accompanied the arrival of a new insti-
tutional logic of mentoring (deﬁning what is right, good, or taken for granted
with regard to mentoring). While mentoring was originally legitimized by a
logic of mentoring as a vocation, the introduction and withdrawal of the
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mentoring hours reﬂected a transition to the logic of mentoring as a profes-
sionalized job. Both logics encompassed conﬂicting principles about appro-
priate and effective ways to mentor beginning teachers, about the expertise and
positioning of mentor teachers within the school organization, and about the
teaching profession in general (see table 2). We elaborate on each of them
below.
Mentoring as a vocation.—At St. John, mentorship was an established prac-
tice even before the government decided to ﬁnancially stimulate the imple-
mentation of mentoring through mentoring hours. Two years before the in-
troduction of the mentoring hours, the principal decided to use 2 hours for
special educational tasks (SET hours) to appoint two experienced teachers as
a mentor for 1 hour each per week.3 The dominant logic could be labeled as
a vocation logic, as the focus was on promoting an overall love for the teaching
job and not a particular list of competencies—and how to develop them—as
necessary for being a good teacher: “It is not our responsibility or task to train
the beginning teachers in any kind of way. They already had a formal educa-
tion. It is our purpose to support them” (Mary). Mentoring was framed as a
deliberate, conscious, and voluntary relational commitment and a normal part
of senior teachers’ responsibility and collegiality. This was reﬂected in the men-
toring activities, in the sensemaking of the school actors, and in the material
practices. No formal selection procedure was used or speciﬁc criteria adopted
for appointing the mentors: “The principal asked who wanted to become a
mentor, there was no real selection, it was just voluntary” (Mary). Mentors
believed that they were needed and that it was their collegial responsibility
to support beginning teachers (task perception). Motivated by their own (of-
ten negative) experiences and struggles as beginning teachers in the past, the
mentors engaged in personal support relationships with their beginning col-
leagues. Melissa explained: “My main motivation to become a mentor? Well
that is simple, my negative experiences as a beginning teacher. Not in the class,
but in the school. I was not feeling at home, I felt insecure. Never knowing
when I was doing well. I never received any kind of feedback. . . . So that was
my most important motivation. Those days I often wondered why nobody
with more teaching experience was helping me out.”
The mentoring activities remained rather ad hoc and occasional. Mentors
were available but waited for their beginning colleagues to come to them with
questions and needs (demand-driven mentoring). Further, the relation between
the mentor and the beginning teachers was also framed as a rather informal
one with a focus on one-on-one guidance. Melissa added: “We help them when
they have questions. They have to come to us. Based on their needs, I will offer
support.” Furthermore, the actual mentorship practices showed large auton-
omy for the mentors because there were no formal procedures, local mission
statements, scripts, or other materials to structure mentoring: “The principal
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gave us a lot of freedom, we can decide what we do and how we organize this
mentoring” (Mary).
This principle was also visible in the absence of both clear expectations for the
mentor-mentee relationship in the school’s policy documents and of a shared
knowledge base for professional mentoring. The mentor role was deﬁned as a
self-evident extension of being a good colleague and a committed teacher. The
principal’s investment of the SET hours was explicitly meant to be a social
recognition of the mentors’ collegial efforts: “I always supported mentoring;
before the mentoring hours, the mentors received each one SET hour, it was a
way to recognize their efforts” (Pauline).
Hence, enacting the mentor role was guided and deﬁned by the collective
understanding (of the attitudinal attributes, commitment, and normative be-
liefs) of what made somebody a senior professional and an experienced, re-
sponsible colleague. Mentoring activities were not seen as reﬂecting particular
professional expertise (or something one needed to develop the expertise for).
The often informal mentoring support was considered to be simply part of what
a professional (senior) teacher does (or needs to do).
Mentoring as a professionalized job.—Gradually, a new institutional logic emerged
that we have labeled as a logic of mentoring as a professionalized job. The new
logic moved the organization of mentorship away from informally organized
practices to a more professionalized and partly bureaucratized system of men-
toring. Under this new logic, the main objective shifted from transmitting the
love and passion for teaching to emphasizing and planning the different steps
that are necessary to become a proﬁcient teacher. For instance, Megan re-
ported: “Our program is based on the challenges beginning teachers will en-
counter during the ﬁrst school year. So, we organize information sessions about
classroom management, examination, communicating with parents. We ob-
serve the beginning teachers three times a year, using a speciﬁc observation
form. We offer the beginning teachers a speciﬁc support program.”
The new logic highlighted a new meaning system with speciﬁc normative
ideas of what school organizations could or should do to support beginning
teachers, specifying the nature of mentoring practices, suggesting appropriate
ways to conceptualize the mentoring process, and even characterizing the role
of mentors in beginning teachers’ socialization into the school organization.
The fact that there were speciﬁc ﬁnancial resources for mentoring—in addi-
tion to the funding for in-service training—stimulated, and even required, the
school to develop an explicit mentoring policy next to the school’s in-service
training policy. The mentoring hours materialized, and as such externalized,
speciﬁc expectations that in turn manifested a new identity of a formally pro-
fessionalized, or trained, mentor and the requirements to develop a speciﬁc
school policy in which the optimal funding and organization of mentoring were
major issues. In a context of formalized mentoring practices, the mentor moved
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into a more co-reﬂective and professionalized practice. The previously informal
and demand-driven approach was complemented by a supply-driven approach
and the establishment of new procedures and instruments to direct the actual
mentoring practices (e.g., the mentoring brochure and a protocol for the
classroom observations).
According to the principal, Pauline, the introduction of the mentoring hours
stimulated the mentors to more systematically perform classroom observations
and collegial visits. In particular, a formal supply-oriented mentoring program
offering individual support parallel to collective meetings was instated. Men-
tors still had one-on-one meetings with the beginning teachers, in addition to a
system of collective meetings, including information sessions (e.g., regarding
student evaluation, parental meetings), supervision moments, and informal gath-
erings during a weekly moment together. Pauline clariﬁed: “The supervision
moments are something new in our mentoring program. Previously, we had fo-
cused more on informing the beginning teachers during information sessions.
Their own mentor-training program inspired the mentors to start with supervi-
sion sessions. That’s why we have a weekly collective free hour, so that mentors
and beginning teachers can sit together on a regular basis.”
The systematic character of these activities was very much appreciated by
the new teachers. Bella, for example, emphasized how the mentoring program
in St. John had increased her self-conﬁdence and made her feel at ease in the
school: “I already had some teaching experience in a center for adult education.
My colleagues there had given me lots of information, but in a very unsys-
tematic way. Consequently, a lot of information was lost. In St. John, the men-
toring program is much more structured.” During the supervision sessions,
mentors and beginning teachers introduced and reﬂected upon speciﬁc topics
and cases answering the following questions: “How would you respond in this
situation? How do you think the pupil would feel in this situation?” (Mary).
Apart from the mentors, each beginning teacher was also assigned to a buddy
teacher (named godfather/godmother or subject mentor) who participated in
daily problem solving, was available for discussions, and shared resources with
the beginning teacher. All these activities were documented in the mentoring
brochure. This document got a central role in the induction process: “At the
beginning of the school year, we received a mentoring brochure. This bro-
chure includes necessary information to start working in this school. So, ev-
erything you need to know is written down in this brochure” (Bridget).
The new logic also represented a shift in the deﬁnition of the mentor role. By
developing formal job descriptions, an explicit division of tasks and responsi-
bilities, and by introducing a formal selection procedure (source: mentoring
brochure and school plan), the mentor role became formalized in the school.
The decree of 2006 stipulated clear expectations (criteria): principals were ex-
pected to select mentors based on their experience as effective practitioners,
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their interest in supporting beginning teachers, and their willingness to further
develop their professional expertise in mentoring. Mentoring was no longer
deﬁned in terms of voluntary practices and self-evident collegiality; instead, the
mentor became a (trained) professional and expert in supporting beginning
teachers. This formalization and the need for further professional development
to be a mentor was, for example, echoed in the way the mentors talked about
themselves and about the mentor role (i.e., self-image, self-esteem, and sub-
jective educational theory). They perceived themselves as “beginning”mentors
and emphasized the importance of taking an ofﬁcial (accredited) mentor-
training program, an extensive in-service training covering both content and
process issues related to mentoring. Melissa explained, “We applied for this
function,” and Mary offered, “Not only the beginning teachers are ‘new.’ We,
as mentors, are also new in this function. Therefore, we really need to prepare
ourselves for this function . . . In the mentor preparation program, we really
learned how to approach this role and how to overcome difﬁculties. . . . We
learned about the challenges of beginning teachers, about different commu-
nication strategies, and about the role of the mentor within the school. We were
trained to become a mentor.”
Hence, as being “new” in this role, the mentors emphasized the need to
continue their own professionalization: “It is important to keep on network-
ing with other mentors, to share experiences. Participating in supervision ses-
sions with other mentors keeps us alert as mentors” (Mary). Inspired by the
knowledge and beliefs developed during the mentor preparation program,
the mentors stressed the importance of having received the right (appropri-
ate) training. This was, for instance, reﬂected in the task division among the
mentors. Megan noted: “Mary and Melissa took a speciﬁc mentor preparation
program; I only attended some training sessions organized by the school cluster.
So, since they are more speciﬁcally trained for this job, it is their task to do the
actual supervision of the beginning teachers; I take on the logistic and practical
stuff, like contacting the beginning teachers, providing them with administra-
tive and instructional materials, organizing the internships.” Furthermore, the
task perception of the mentors began to include more collective and shared
elements (apart from the individual sense of self ). Mentoring was no longer
deﬁned in terms of an individual relation between a novice teacher and a se-
nior teacher who acted as mentor as part of his or her professional teacher
identity; it became the responsibility of a mentor team: “There are three of
us, and we all have our own perspectives and responsibilities. The fact that
we are a mentor team is a good thing, especially for the beginning teachers”
(Mary).
Parallel to the mentoring practices, schools were expected to develop an
explicit local policy, which resulted in mission statements on mentoring and
the introduction of speciﬁc job descriptions. As a consequence, it not only
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became more transparent to other team members what the mentors’ job ac-
tually entailed, but at the same time it also became much more explicitly pre-
scribed how mentors were supposed to operate. In sum, mentoring activities
and roles became formally organized and professionalized, and as such, men-
toring was no longer regarded as an informal commitment of one’s profes-
sionalism as a senior teacher.
Mentoring as an instrument for local policy.—With the withdrawal of the men-
toring hours, one could have expected that St. John would reduce or even
abolish its mentoring practices, as happened in some of the schools involved
in the larger study. Our data, however, showed that mentoring was further
elaborated and formalized at the school. Since the school year 2010–11,
the principal funded mentoring using SET hours (similar to phase 1 of institu-
tionalization). This was immediately communicated to the mentors to reassure
them after the budget cuts: “Wewill not receive mentoring hours any more, but
I will keep on giving them hours, because they do more than they are supposed
to do. So, I have to ﬁnd new ﬁnancial resources; I will use the SET hours again”
(Pauline). So, although the mentoring hours—as a form of external regulative
pressure—disappeared, the school continued to operate within the logic of men-
toring as a professionalized job.
First, the selection of staff members to take on the mentor role was modiﬁed
and a clear job description was written. The school’s mentoring policy read:
“The mentor and its school level responsibilities: The mentor has to introduce
beginning teachers in the daily functioning of the school (infrastructure and
organization). The mentor is responsible for the integration of new teachers
in the school team, as such stimulating collaboration between teachers. The
mentor is a key partner in the development of the school as a learning orga-
nization. The mentor has to develop a vision and program for supporting be-
ginning teachers, the mentor coordinates the buddy teachers.”
When one of the mentors left the school for another job, a formal procedure
was established to replace her, with explicit selection criteria. Pauline said,
“We now have seven candidates for the newmentor position. . . . It is important
that a mentor has at least eight years of teaching experience and that the new
mentor attends a mentor preparation program.” Although the withdrawal of
the mentoring hours did not affect the formal appointment of the mentors, the
use of SET hours to ﬁnance them did change and broaden the mentors’ actual
task description and self-image. In particular, the mentors became key actors in
the local school’s policy on professionalization. As such, the mentors’ role ex-
panded beyond supporting beginning teachers, as they became responsible for
stimulating in-service training and school development in general. Because the
mentors had been formally trained for their role, they were considered a re-
source for the establishment and formalization of broader professionalization
support for all staff members. Pauline emphasized: “Mentoring is closely re-
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lated to professional development more generally. We as a school are not only
expected to professionalize mentoring but also to generally professionalize our
teaching staff and establish a professional development policy which focuses
on teacher and school development. We now use the SET hours to appoint
three mentors who are not only responsible for mentoring but will also play an
important role in the school’s professional development policy.” According to
the principal, mentors were in an ideal position to also provide learning op-
portunities to staff members (beyond the beginning colleagues) and to offer
guidance and support to the buddy teachers.
Within this changing local policy, the task perception of the mentors broad-
ened from mentoring to coordinating the induction process. Pauline explained:
“In attending the preparation program, Megan andMary have developed their
coaching skills. In the future, we should use them to coach other teachers, not
just the beginning ones. They can take over part of my role, stimulate teachers to
attend professional development activities. The mentors are the perfect people
to take on those tasks in the future.”Megan conﬁrmed this: “Mary and I will be
involved in selecting the buddy teachers, and in developing the buddy-teacher
system. So that they [buddy teachers] know that they have to talk about ex-
amination, so that they know what they have to do. At the end of next school
year, we will see how it went and evaluate this.” These citations further il-
lustrate that the buddy-teacher system became formalized.
In addition, buddy teachers were no longer volunteers; they received a credit
for their work. And by assigning the buddy teacher’s role to the head of the
subject department, Pauline expected that providing this kind of guidance
would be taken on more seriously as a professional job: “By compensating for
their time, we make a statement about the importance of this job. This rec-
ognition increases the chance that buddy teachers will become really committed
to the role and the responsibilities associated with being a godfather or god-
mother.” As such, the formalization and professionalization of the mentoring
practices not only continued after the funding through the mentoring hours
ended but actually expanded in aim and scope: “Pauline would like to give the
buddy teachers credits for doing this job, so that it becomes a real commitment
and not just something one could do. One has to provide some rewarding”
(Megan).
Also, the mentoring policy, which had already been developed in phase 2,
was explicitly related to the local policy on professionalization of the school.
Whereas in phases 1 and 2 mentoring and in-service training (professional-
ization) were treated as two separate domains in the school policy (e.g., they
were visible in separate vision statements), this changed in phase 3. Mentoring
became part of—and justiﬁed by—a broader school policy on professionali-
zation. Pauline said, “Forme thementors fulﬁll a policy role. They are very alert
for what is going on in the school. They are not just teachers.” Hence, men-
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toring was considered to be part of a school policy seeking to provide continuous
support for the professional development of all teachers and for the improve-
ment of the school organization itself. In phase 3, normative and regulative calls
or pressures for professionalization that were present in other policy domains of
the school (e.g., with regard to in-service training) legitimized (investing in)
mentoring. A way of thinking emerged that deﬁned mentoring as a means or
policy instrument for cultivating professional development and school devel-
opment more generally. So, although there clearly is similarity and continuity
with the former phase, in phase 3 mentoring was no longer mainly motivated
by the governmental regulations to organize professionalized mentoring prac-
tices (phase 2) but by the normative expectations to play a role in the overall
ambition to professionally develop the school and its teaching staff. As such, our
ﬁndings illustrate the earlier observation by Little (1990) that mentoring for
beginning teachers can contribute to multiple agendas and goals, not only for
the support of beginning teachers’ induction but also for the professional de-
velopment of mentor teachers themselves and for school improvement.
Pursuit of Legitimacy: From Being a Teacher (Mentor) to Being a Local
Policy Actor
By taking into account mentors’ sensemaking, we are able to explain how the
institutionalization of mentoring as a professionalized job not only resulted
through coercion by institutional pressures (the decree, mentor training pro-
grams, mentoring hours, etc.), forms of commitment, or organizational actors’
inability to protect core activities but also operated through the very agency of
individuals themselves. Although the mentors acted within a speciﬁc context in
which particular institutional logics prevailed, the results show how (elements
of ) institutional logics were interpreted and used creatively at the microlevel
and how this contributed to the further reproduction of the new logic. The
analysis of the data showed how mentors’ personal interpretative framework
was being reshaped and how one particular element dominated mentors’ po-
sitioning in social interactions: their pursuit of legitimacy.
In phase 1, mentors had obtained their legitimacy and authority from in-
trinsic motivation and their own professional experience. Yet over time this
shifted to external (phase 2) and ﬁnally internalized (phase 3) sources of legit-
imacy. The results further demonstrate a parallel between the kind of legiti-
macy involved in local interpretation and negotiation processes (sensemaking)
and the kind of driving forces shaping actors’ conceptions and practices from
a ﬁeld perspective (regulative and normative pressure mechanisms). The ar-
gumentative resources available to local actors for positioning themselves as
März, Kelchtermans, and Dumay
MAY 2016 323
mentor teachers mostly depended on the phase of institutionalization and on
the kind of (institutional) pressure mechanism that was dominant during this
phase. For instance, the structural dispositions that were put in place during
phase 2, accompanying the emergence of mentoring as a professionalized job,
came to have a different meaning in phase 3 because they justiﬁed a (partly)
new local practice (mentors as local policy actors) and because formalization,
proceduralization, and professionalization became argumentative resources for
negotiating the legitimacy of the mentor role.
Intrinsic sources of legitimacy.—Before the introduction of thementoring hours at
St. John, mentors’ job motivation for and willingness to take up their function
was primarily intrinsic: it was part of the commitment of being a “professional”
teacher. A strong feeling of responsibility rooted in their own experiences as
beginning teachers stimulated the mentors to offer collegial support to their
novice colleagues (i.e., job motivation). Mary, for instance, reﬂected on her ﬁrst
days as a beginning teacher: “When I started as a beginning teacher, there was
no kind of support. I was thrown into a class.”Megan added: “I remember how
great it would have been if there was someone in the school who takes care of
you, who you can contact when you have questions.” The use of the SET hours
already gave the mentors a more formal mandate and position in the school.
Nevertheless, the mentors described themselves as autonomous actors engaged
in quasi-voluntary activities with minimal collective or formal identiﬁcations
(self-image). In line with these self-descriptions and relying on these internal
sources of legitimacy, they enacted the institutional logic of mentoring as a
vocation: “I am a teacher in the ﬁrst place, and inspired by this teaching job, I
support beginning teachers. You cannot be a mentor without being a teacher”
(Mary). Moreover, when it came to their mentoring activities, they avoided
being labeled as experts because they wanted to both reinforce their position as
a peer (colleague) and resist the perception of having been assigned a hierar-
chically superior position in relation to other teachers. The importance of being
a teacher, instead of being only a mentor, became especially visible when
mentors were confronted with resistance from other teachers. In suchmoments,
mentors could claim legitimacy because they were not just mentors but also
colleagues, and they could argue that their mentoring was a self-evident part of
their being committed colleagues. To remain a teacher among other teachers,
combined with one’s own experiences as a beginning teacher, operated as in-
trinsic sources of legitimacy mobilized in local, social interactions and clearly
showed how mentoring as a vocation was being enacted.
External sources of legitimacy.—With the introduction of the mentoring hours,
mentors no longer primarily referred to their commitment as being a profes-
sional teacher. Melissa commented, “One can be good in supporting beginning
teachers, without having an ofﬁcial title. But, if there isn’t a personal connection
between the teacher and the novice teacher, supervision is not always guar-
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anteed. Therefore, I believe it is important that there are ofﬁcial mentors, with
mentoring hours, who are professionals, and that all that is not just based on
personal connections.”
The formalization and proceduralization of mentoring could be regarded
as related to a shift from intrinsic to external sources of legitimacy for men-
toring: references to selections and job descriptions became valid sources of le-
gitimacy. In particular, the mentors experienced the mentoring hours as a
public and formal recognition of their professionalism as mentors, as they felt
that their skills and competencies were recognized, valued, and respected by
the government (because of the earmarked funding) and foremost by the prin-
cipal and their colleagues in the school (i.e., self-esteem). In particular, the
mentoring hours made the mentors and their efforts (enacted professionalism)
visible in the school. During the interviews, the mentors frequently mentioned
visibility as a central issue in their professional relationships: “Finally it be-
came visible what we were doing. The hours really emphasized the relevance of
our efforts so that colleagues would know that what we do is really necessary
and important” (Melissa). The fact that the mentors received speciﬁc resources
(time) for mentoring and that they had followed an ofﬁcial mentor-training
program further strengthened the image of their professional expertise as men-
tors and offered them a new source of legitimacy: “I think most colleagues rec-
ognize our role. Especially, since they know we have taken a preparation pro-
gram. And, the fact that it was communicated to them, about the training, the
amount of hours we participated in this course. They knew it was something
serious” (Melissa). The mentoring hours—as carriers of the logic of mentoring
as a professionalized job—became an important means of establishing the
mentors’ legitimacy in the eyes of their colleagues and affected their profes-
sional (and collegial) relationships with teacher colleagues in the school.
A clear indication of this shift was how the outsiders’ validation of their
professional identity as mentors (and not just as teachers) became a source to
strengthen the mentors’ internal sense of who they were (i.e., self-image): “Our
role became more clear for the other teachers in the school. They knew what
our function was and why, for example, we would ask them to let us perform
classroom visits. As such, teachers were less reluctant” (Megan). Moreover, that
the mentoring hours functioned as an external source of legitimacy putting
professionalism (and related expertise) and ongoing professionalization center
stage was also related to new ways for mentors to look at themselves and to
position themselves in relation to their fellow teachers. The mentors no longer
saw themselves as being only committed teachers but also as professional men-
tors (i.e., self-image and task perception). As a consequence they struggled to
obtain social recognition for both roles. Despite mentors’ receiving speciﬁc
recognition in their role as expert mentors, they still wanted to be also ex-
plicitly recognized as fellow teachers by their former teacher colleagues.
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In sum, the social interactions in phase 2 indicated that internal sources
of legitimacy were less prevalent while there was an increased reference to
external sources. Mentoring hours and related funding had put visibility,
training, and formal procedures center stage. Expertise and mentoring as a
professional activity could be mobilized as major resources to legitimize the
mentoring activities.
Internalized sources of legitimacy.—With the budget cut, not only did St. John
lose the speciﬁc ﬁnancial resources for mentoring, but mentoring also lost
its external source of legitimacy. Turning to the SET hours to fund men-
toring did not immediately solve this legitimacy problem. On the contrary,
this shift in funding actually triggered discussions among the members of the
school: the speciﬁc funding for mentors was gone, and as such, the school’s
decision to continue with mentoring and to use the SET funds was not self-
evident and needed justiﬁcation. The use of the SET hours for mentoring—
which could also have been used for other purposes in the school, such as re-
ducing the number of pupils in a class—required the principal as the formal
leader (and the mentors) to justify this policy decision. This discussion (tension)
was reﬂected in the social interactions of the mentors with their colleagues.
Whereas the earmarked funding of the mentoring hours had provided public
justiﬁcation of the mentors’ work, making it visible and acting as ﬁnancial ap-
preciation for its value and importance, the withdrawal of the mentoring hours
and the use of nonearmarked funding forced the mentors to ﬁnd other ways
to justify their existence. To do so they had to argue that their professional
expertise and practice were important and even necessary. Their concern was
no longer with becoming publicly visible and recognized but with making
themselves visible and needed. Megan stated: “Back again we have SET hours,
instead of mentoring hours. If it has changed anything? Yes, now we really need
to write down how many hours we invest in mentoring. Since apparently some
colleagues question the amount of work.” Visibility and recognition were re-
placed by accountability. Megan reﬂected on this shift very lucidly: “We really
want to be transparent about our job. What we do, howmuch time we invest in
supporting new teachers. We receive out-of-class time for this, and for teachers
this is really a sensitive issue. So we want to be open about the amount of time
we spent on mentoring.”
Our analysis shows that the mentors were actively engaged in ﬁnding legit-
imacy for their mentoring (and for the money invested in it). They found those
sources of legitimacy in the logic of mentoring as a professionalized job: with
formalization and proceduralization, that is, in measuring their time, docu-
menting and making visible what they did, etc. In addition to these formal
activities of documentation and making time investment transparent, the
mentors legitimized their function by referring to their speciﬁc mentoring ex-
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pertise or professionalism and to the efforts they had made to professionalize
themselves when they had become mentors. All these references, however,
became part of an accountability discourse, and one could say that as a result of
that, the external, expert-related sources of legitimacy became incarnated or
internally used by the mentors. The funding through mentoring hours was no
longer a recognition of professionalism, but mentors’ professionalism became
mobilized as a source for defending and claiming legitimacy for the school’s
choice to invest in them. In phase 3, therefore, mentors actively used elements
of the logic of mentoring as a professionalized job to legitimize their actions and
safeguard a position that had become questioned in the school.
Conclusion and Discussion
The objective of this article was to open up—both conceptually and em-
pirically—the black box of institutionalization by studying the impact of a
changing policy environment on the actual mentoring practices in one school.
Drawing on neoinstitutional theory and sensemaking theory, we investigated
changing mentoring practices from the interplay of different levels of analysis:
from the broader organizational ﬁeld to the individual actors in schools. Al-
though combining both is rather uncommon, we believed we had good reasons
to do so. First, both theoretical approaches highlight the role of cognitive
processes in understanding organizational behavior. Whereas sensemaking
theory focuses on the role of social actors and their meaning-making processes
(or microcognitive processes), neoinstitutional theory studies the embedded-
ness of school organizations in a broader organizational ﬁeld in which insti-
tutional processes structure organizational behavior (or macrocognitive pro-
cesses). In other words, sensemaking theory explains how individuals make
sense, and neoinstitutional theory explains how this sensemaking is institu-
tionally framed and constrained or enabled within institutional structures.
Moreover, both theoretical approaches also analytically complement each
other. Both perspectives offer explanations for the disconnection between
changes at the policy level and local practices, but from different levels of
analysis. Neoinstitutional theory focuses on how the broader environment may
affect or inﬂuence organizational behavior (and individual behavior). More
speciﬁcally, change and stability in school organizations are explained by the
mechanisms from the organizational ﬁeld in which schools are embedded.
Empirical research inspired by a sensemaking approach tries to understand
what happens with reform at the microlevel of analysis: the role of actors (and
their sensemaking) in understanding school organizational processes and how
those who enact the policies come to implement them differently. Viewed
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through this perspective, individuals are autonomous actors who take action
based on decisions made through contextualized interpretation and negotia-
tion, thereby affecting how a given reform or policy is implemented (Weber
and Glynn 2006).
Finally, using both perspectives is also an answer to an overrationalized
view on organizational and individual behavior, illuminating how organiza-
tional behavior cannot fully be explained by the pursuit of efﬁciency or ef-
fectiveness. The sensemaking perspective has been developed as a response to
the overestimation of rational choice as a way to explain human action (see
Spillane et al. 2002). According to neoinstitutional theory, the structure and
behavior of organizations are determined by various macrocognitive struc-
tures (such as institutional logics) that put pressure on school organizations
and prescribe what they should do (regulative pressure), what is expected of
them (normative pressure), and what are the most successful practices (mi-
metic pressure; Scott 2013). In deciding whether to implement an innovation,
the pursuit of organizational legitimacy sometimes overrules rational conside-
rations (Meyer and Rowan 1977).
Combining the notion of institutional logics and personal interpretative
framework particularly allowed us to study the role of mentors’ sensemaking
in shaping responses to changes in the broader institutional environment. By
analyzing how mentors creatively employed (elements of) institutional logics in
their daily interactions, the study answered recent calls to examine the micro-
foundations of institutionalization. Speciﬁcally, we were able to reveal a pic-
ture of apparent continuity. Despite the fact that St. John already voluntarily
organized support for beginning teachers before the introduction of the men-
toring hours and the fact that the mentoring practices continued to exist after
the budget cut, we could identify changes in the way mentoring was concep-
tualized, (partly) organized, and legitimized in St. John. The design and im-
plementation of mentoring policies, the expansion of formal mentoring ar-
rangements, the increasing focus on professionalization of the mentor role, and
the popularity of mentor training or preparation programs reﬂect the formal-
ization of a long existing informal process (see also Aspfors and Fransson 2015;
Bullough 2012; Schwille 2008; Smith and Ingersoll 2004; Tang 2012).
In particular, we identiﬁed a shift from a logic of mentoring as a vocation
toward a logic of mentoring as a professionalized job. Mentoring hours were
not a neutral policy instrument. Instead, they provided legitimacy for some
mentoring practices and not others. At a more general level, the use of men-
toring hours as a policy instrument also created a speciﬁc relationship between
the government and the educational ﬁeld. In the past, mentoring was mainly
seen as the voluntary responsibility of an individual teacher, as part of his or her
commitment in the job. With the introduction of the mentoring hours, the
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government intervened more explicitly in the school’s local mentoring policy.
After the budget cut, the school itself again became responsible for organizing
mentoring (e.g., using SET hours) without speciﬁc funding. With the with-
drawal of the mentoring hours, the logic of mentoring as a professionalized job
continued to operate, but it became part of and justiﬁed by local policy on in-
service training and professionalization of the staff more generally. The data
showed how institutional logics and associated practices emerged that went
beyond supporting beginning teachers in their particular needs to also living up
to external regulative and normative expectations and eventually to becoming
included as a strategy for local policy.
Reﬂecting on the contributions and limitations of our study, we want to
mention four issues that need to be taken into account in future research and
(policy) practice. First, the study of mentors’ sensemaking in understanding
how organizations experience and respond to macroinstitutional pressures
constituted a valuable complement to the ﬁeld-level factors (see Aurini 2012;
Greenwood et al. 2011). Institutional logics do indeed constrain human and
organizational action, but our ﬁndings indicate that this relationship involves
more than actors being passive recipients of institutions. The introduction of a
new position (a formal mentor position) forced members of the school staff to
reposition themselves toward each other and inﬂuenced those mentors’ per-
sonal interpretative framework as they searched for recognition for both pro-
fessional tasks (teaching and mentoring; see also Struyve and Kelchtermans
2013).
By shedding light on mentors’ internal manifestation of the new mentoring
logic, this study hopefully enriches—both conceptually and empirically—the
understanding of local institutionalization as operating through the agency
exercised by local actors. Speciﬁcally, we illuminated how the logic of men-
toring as a professionalized job was reproduced by the everyday sensemaking
and (inter)actions of the mentor teachers. In addition, the important role of
legitimacy in mentor teachers’ social interactions shows how social-professional
relations can be deﬁned as an important working condition for teachers in
schools (see also Kelchtermans 2006). We can refer here, in particular, to re-
search using a micropolitical perspective in which those social-professional
relations are deﬁned in terms of professional interests (Kelchtermans and Ballet
2002; Struyve and Kelchtermans 2013). According to micropolitical theory,
local actors will develop micropolitical action to establish or restore the con-
ditions in which they prefer to perform their jobs. On the one hand, mentor
teachers want to safeguard their professional self-understanding as teachers, but
on the other, they want to be recognized for their expertise and new respon-
sibilities as mentors. It is exactly the latter recognition that gave them the le-
gitimacy needed to perform their tasks. More research into mentor teachers’
März, Kelchtermans, and Dumay
MAY 2016 329
positioning is necessary to further illuminate how agency in terms of micro-
political activity helps to explain not only resistance to change but also the re-
production of certain institutional logics, thereby enabling change.
Second, although we focused on the role and activities of mentors, our
ﬁndings also indicate a clear shift in the teaching conception more generally
and what it is to be a teacher given a particular school context and policy. In
a context of increased professionalization of mentoring, a tension seems to
emerge between a conception of the teacher as an autonomous professional
(who does not need to always justify his or her raison d’être and efﬁciency) and
the teacher as someone with speciﬁc functions and tasks whose performances
can be professionalized (which is a muchmore managerial deﬁnition of the pro-
fession and is often regarded even as an indication of “de-professionalization”
[Hargreaves 2000]). It seems as if the growing professionalization of mentor-
ing (phase 2), and especially the inclusion of mentoring as part of an integrated
school policy toward ongoing teacher professional development (phase 3), can-
not be disconnected from new conceptions of what it is to be a (beginning)
teacher and what professionalism means when being a teacher.
Furthermore, in line with current debates and contemporary studies of pro-
fessionalism (see Evans 2008;Muzio et al. 2013; Sachs 2001), the policy shift and
the associated changes in working conditions and professional expectations for
mentoring studied here illuminate some tensions and even paradoxes about the
nature of the teaching profession, the issue of mentoring as a part of the teach-
ing profession (see also Aspfors and Fransson 2015), and the professional identity
of bothmentor teachers and teachers. Despite the fact thatmentoring constitutes
a critical factor in processes of workplace socialization of novice teachers, still
little emphasis has been placed on mentors’ positioning in school organizations
and the construction of their professional identities (Aspfors and Fransson 2015;
Bullough 2012; Hobson et al. 2009). Future research on mentor teachers’ pro-
fessional role identity in the context of institutional change is necessary to further
explore why some institutional logics are embraced while others are contested
and why (competing) institutional logics might be sometimes intertwined in daily
practices (see also Arjaliès et al. 2013; Lok 2010; Noordegraaf 2015).
Third, this study gives us some methodological tasks for future research.
To analyze the broad scope of microlevel and macrolevel actors in processes
of educational change, we advocate a more detailed relational approach in
which the complex network of social interactions of organizations, intermedi-
aries, and the institutional ﬁeld is more systematically mapped (Dumay et al.
2013). Whereas observations can obtain data on the ways in which actors learn
about and discuss logics and interviews can gather data on people’s experiences
with logics, social network analysis provides a very useful approach to uncover
ties, interactions, and positioning between the macro-, meso-, and microlevels
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of analysis (Daly 2010; Moolenaar 2012). The possible value of this approach
is that it allows for a systematic analysis of the emergence of new organizational
realities and professional role identities and the role of formal and informal
networks in fore- or backgrounding messages in the broader organizational
ﬁeld. As such, social network analysis might help to illuminate how interactions
with external actors not only enable or constrain action but are also “invoked
to ‘justify’ it and reinforce the way institutional change is theorized and re-
sponded to” (Arjaliès et al. 2013, 22).
Additionally, to analyze how macrocognitive processes (e.g., institutional
logics) inﬂuence microcognitive processes, observations and interviews could
be complemented with discourse analysis or conversational analysis (see Strong
and Baron 2004). This might provide a useful framework for further unraveling
the process of institutionalization by explicitly focusing on processes of social
construction of institutions.
Furthermore, guided by our theoretical ambition, we focused on analyzing
the impact of this capricious policy environment on local mentoring practices
in one school. To further unravel the coupling of changing policy and practices,
it is necessary to replicate this study using multiple and contrasting cases. By
including schools in which mentoring was not always part the local policy or
schools in which the induction program was cancelled after the budget cut, we
would be able to also analyze the particular role of school culture (a school’s
logic) in this (re)coupling process, thereby explaining how institutional logics
become meaningful for both individual and organizational behavior.
Finally, the insights of this study may translate into the design and imple-
mentation of professional development and policy measures. Our ﬁndings
clearly show that the relation between change and stability is a complex one:
behind the veneer of stability one can ﬁnd change, and change can hide sta-
bility. We explained this by emphasizing organizational actors’ search for le-
gitimacy. These insights might help policymakers understand that implement-
ing educational reform involves way more than rational considerations and
that apparently small changes can have pervasive symbolic consequences for
schools’ actual practices. Furthermore, our view on school organizations could
contribute to supporting and developing the role of school leaders. Following
other research (see, e.g., Coburn 2005), we see school leaders as mediators
between their schools and the broader organizational ﬁeld. However, tomediate
the messages from the broader educational institution and the speciﬁc context
of their school organization, school leaders are in need of a solid framework or
lens. We hope that our research offers theoretical and empirical support for
further developing the lens of school leaders—and other practitioners who have
an interest in policy, change, and organization—by adding new dimensions,
proposing speciﬁc concepts, and providing telling illustrations.
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Notes
1. In Belgium, the laws made by the Flemish Parliament are known as decrees and
cannot be confused with the federal laws.
2. According to institutional theory, a school organization should be seen as an ele-
ment in a web of interactive relationships with the wider environment. This web is also
referred to as the organizational ﬁeld, consisting of “those organizations that, in the ag-
gregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and
product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that produce similar
services or products” (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, 148).
3. In Flanders, schools receive (lesson) hours for special educational tasks (SET
hours) from the government and can autonomously use these nonearmarked resources
for nonpupil-related educational activities. A maximum of 3% of allocated lesson pe-
riods and hours at a school level can be set aside for special educational tasks.
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